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ABSTRACT 

^ This study examines the relationship between family 

environment and children's language ability. Language is examined on 
the basiig of a model which specifies that the following 
characteristics of family environments influence language development 
most: quality of language usage of the mother, opportunities for the 
enlargement and use of vocabulary and sentence patterns, and parents' 
keeness for correct and effective language usage. Twenty middle class 
and twenty lower class children were administered the Illinois^Test 
of Psycholinguistic Abilities and the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for 
Children,. An interview was conducted with mothers. Results show that 
the middle SES group scored significantly higher than the lowex SES 
grpup^ on the language test, dnd had' a greater press for language 
.development -in the home. However, it was foun'& that social status 

variables were as effective as the environidental process, ^ 

l -n - predicllxiij Idugudy e ability. An alternative moaei. 
for future research which sjpecifies that family 
should be analyzed according to th^ stimuli parents 
nature of -'the .reinforcement for appropriate pijerf ormance, 
expectations f or child" s performance, (Author/JB) • 
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FAMILY ENVIRONMENTS AND LANGUAGE SKILLS - ' 

-K 

•4 . ^ 

ft nuiriber of investigators have examined both family environments and 
the relationship between family environments and children' s intelligence. 
Overall the most successfial attorpts to develop and operationalize a moClel 
of family environments Jiave been provided by Dave (1963) and Wolf (1964) 
as vjell as others ({.Jpsychuk, 1969; r^ajoribanks, 1970, Keeves, 1972). 
The measures developed by Dave (1963) and Wolf (1964) have become vadely 
accepted and utilized By a n\:anber of researchers. Essentially the family 
environment is seen as consisting of a series of forces or presses vMch 
influence the individual. The researchers have attofipted to identify the 
« environmental presses that relate to specific behavioral characteristics. 

c 

These presses represent ongoing environiTental process variables in the ^ 
family in'^contrast to more static family variables, such as father 
occi^ation^ which are viewed as syrtptoms of environmental forces rather than 
actual forces. It should be noted that to operationalize the process 
v ariables a number of s p=^i'Fir-f TTv^cnirphiQ^pgck:^ gg--cb^^ 
process variable have been identified. ' The following process variables and 
characteristics have been identified by Wolf (1964) 
Press, for Achievenent 

a) nature of intellectual aspirations of the child 

b) nature of intellectual aspirations for the child 

c) amount of information about the child'.s intellectual development 

d) nature of rewards for intellectual acccrrplishment 
Press for Language Developnent ' ' 

a) enphasis on language, in a variety of situation^ 

b) opportunities provided for venlarging vocabulary 

c) enphasis on correctness of usage ^ 



d) quality of language models available ' 
Press for General Learning 

a) opportunities porovided f or learning in the home ll) * 

. b) opportunities provided for learning outside the hone (excluding scljopl) 

c) availability of learning supplies ' , 
, d) availability and encpuragenrent of use of books 

e) nature and aitount of assistance provided to' facilitate learning in a 
variety of sitioations 

^ Essentially what Wblf has done ij5 to identify family characteristics f ran 

the literature arjd aggregate them into corrposites called environmental process 

characteristics (EPC) . The EPC'ls are then further aggregated into 

environmenta]*process variables (EPV) as illustrated above j The EPV's are 

the environitental forces and. are consider^.. to be the major dimensions of 

family environment. The measures developed f ran this framework are highly 

reliable ai^ account for respectable proportions of the variance in the 

dependent variables of interest. Essentially the, family environment models 

^^^^Opea by dtheif " Yese^ are similar to Xfelf'^ . 

The. present research is particularly interested in the effects that 
* . ». - . ■ > - - — - - — - 

family environm^t has on the development of linguistic abilities. The 

iitportance of the acquisition of a verbal facility in children can not be 

over estiitated. Bruner (1956), Bernstein (1962) , Bereiter aid Engelmann 

(1966), Taylor and Skanes (1975, 1976) and Taylor et al. (1974) have shown- 

the significance of lan^aag^ facility in educational achievement. The 

language retarded child is at a clear disadvantage 'in ^lilie present school 

systan. Further it is iitportant to recognize that the disadvantaged child 

does not make significant gains in ability once he enters school. He only 

falls further behind the advantaged child. This phenonenon has come to be 
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called c^5r^»alati^7e deficiency, in vAiich snail deficiencies at an early age 
lead to inferior learning which in turn increases the nagnitude of deficiency. . . 
Since a child develops much of his language capability in the ,preschool ..years , 
the quality of "his language usage., to a large part depends upon the kind of 
langmge nodels availcible to him. Language develops, from the babble period ^ 
in a number of different directions depending upon fee vay persons respond 
to the child's first attotpts at speech. Thus if the environmental variables 
that contribute to* the developnnent of language can be isolator an impprtant 
contribution will have been made to^the research. - 

The present resterch examines language on the basis of the model 
developed by Dave /"( 1963) . He argues that the following characteristics are j 
" the main determinants, in the family environment, that influence the development 
of language: ^ . ' 

a) quality of language usage of the mother (EPCA) ^ 
* b) opportunities for the ailargorent and use of vocabulary and 
sentence patterns (EPCB) ^ 

Other than $cme initial work done by Jones (1971) the researchers have 
'"roncSitxated to the largest extent on the relationship between family 
environment and intelligence and school achievement of children. Jones^^Kowever^ 
examines family , environment and linguistic skilla. However^ all^ the research 
suffers from a serious methodological problem , in that the researchers conducted 
their studies using saitples of grade 5 childreii. No .effort was made to 
control the effects of schooling on the development of intellectual and 
linguistic abilities. . Since schooimay be an iirportant determiner of • 
intellectual and ^language .ability it is inappropriate to examine Grade 5 
subjects and make the assuirption that the family environment is sti.ll the 
determining force in the development of abilities. It is much more * - 
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appropriate to examine abilities in chilc^en v4io nave had little or no 
exposure to fonpal schooling if an accxirate picture of the influences" 
of family environment is to be obtained, ^ 

MSIHOD 

Subjects , 

As stated previously one of the faults of earlier research vas that 
it us©d Grade 5 students. To avoid this the present sample consisted 
of Grade 1 students and their families. The families were interviewed and 
the saitple tested during September 1975. The ^anple was chosen from tvro 
sncall towns in Newfoundland, Twenty of the students were from hones of 
relatively low S.E.S. status (Peterview)^ The other twenty children were 
from largely middle class hemes "(Botwood). Detailed data regarding the " 
families are presented in Tsible 1. . ; " « ^ . 



Insert TPable 1 about here 



Tto measure language abilities all children were administered the Illinois 
Test of Psycholinguistic Abilities, ^UhLs is an individual test vMch provides 
one of the better estimates' of language skills. The sairple was also 
administered the Wechslef Intelligence Scale for Children - Revised. ' 
^ ■ Tb measure family environments an interview scale based on the work 

c 

of Dave (1963) was used. Every family wa^s visited by a skilled interviewer 
and interviewed in depth regarding the family environment. 
Analysis v 

As the- purpose of the research wak to examine the nature of differences in 
abilities and home .environments of the groiips a multivaria.te- analysis of 

. • 8 
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variance, vjas conducted. Tukey "b" tests ^vere also calculated. ' As well 

correlatioSkS were calculated between the variables and a multiple regression 

• . . .... . . . . ^ 

& . . ' ' . 

analysis was conducted. ^, \ 

Results and Discussion . ^ . . 

As can be^. seen in Table 1 there are significant differences in the family 
* ' ,1 ^ . ' • - 

background variables other, than mother's occupation. Mother ' s 

occvqpation was not significantly different in the two comnumities because of the 
tact that the mothers v^e almost all housewifes. The other -^family .^rariables 
that were . examined were the three process characteristics associated -with 
language development. As shown in Table 1 there are significant diffei'ehces 
favoring the Botwood sairple .in these as well. Also, as shown in Table 2 the 
Botwood saitple rcores significantly higher on all but one of the language 



Insert Table 2 about, here 



variables. Thus children from homes thAt score highest on language process 
variables and ^>^e appropriate models to follcw develop more adequate 
.lj^ngTnst i c . ski . 71s .- tb an-xji^ildren-& vfe ere->-fee-;a^Mgepgj:t 
are not so^ readily avxalable. ''However:, thzs is a far top simplistic 
f/V:±feer^ of the f resent data as the groups differ on'^a number of other 

' family variables as '.;ell. In an effort to.^ovide an analysis of "those 
•^wriables vAiich were the best predictors, of the dependent variable, corr-elations 
were calculated and a regression analysis conducted. The intercorrelations 
betvTeen variables are presented in Table 3 and a number of findings are of ' • 
interest. For ins ance all the variables, other than sex, correlate highly 

Insert Table 3 about here 
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with the cotposite psycholingirLstic..age (CPIA) . Fvirther^if the intercx)rrelations 
are examjhed it can be seen that the variables other than sex intercorrelate 
quite highly. There are specific intercorrelations ..that 'are quite interest±ng 
as \fflell. For instance; the negative correlation between number of QhiMren* 
and the three EPC variables jjidicates the relationship between family size 
and the language press of the hone. That is, the larger the famly the 
lower will be the quality of lathguage models. ArK^tJier interesting 

relationship represented in T&ble 3 is the corr^tion b6t>?een quality 

■ ■ * ■ ■ ■ . <^ 

. of language usage of the inbther and irother's education, indicating, as 

might be e:q)eGted, that the higher the mother's education the higher 
• the quality of the l^guage usage. ^ 

In an attatpt to discover which of. the vairiables or canribination of 
variables was the best predictor of langviage abilities a regression 
analysis was undertaken. It should be noted , that because of the relatively 
snail saitple size the results of the regression analysis must be viewed with 
sane caution. However the adjxasted "R" square repqrted is a more actrurate 
■ '• ■-estimate ot the variance accqunted tor tnan 3ust an: ^'R", square .<:• The regression 
analysis was undertaken^ in the following fashion. The full model was xised 
as* the f irst st^ in the analysis. Further analyses were conducted by- 
drpEping one variable from the analysis while retainixig the crthers. . 
'This was continued until each variable had been dropped fra^fie fixLl model. 
The adjusted "R" square for the full model was 0.72.* By eliminating one 
of the independent variables \*dle retaimng the others, the adjusted 
"R" square ranged from 0.70 to 0.72. In' an effort to determiiie" the . 
overall effects^ of the EPC*s the three variables were ccmbined and^ 
dropped from the model. This" only redixied the adjusted "R" square to 0.69 
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Similar findings » were discovered for all variables but one, intelligence. 
When intelligence VBS emitted frcSn the itodel the adjusted "R" square- 
was reduced to 0.57. It .vpuld be expected that the WSC-R scores would 
account for a significant airount of the variance as it" is so highly 
correlated^with the I.T.P.A, In futixre analysis it is planned to drop 
the verbal subscales and use only several of the perforrcance snabscales 
as a measure of inf^ligence. This itay reduce the correlation between the 
measures of language .and intelligence sonewhat arid reduce the amount of _^ 
variance accounted for by the intelligence measore. Other than intelligenqe 
then, the other family variables contribute about equally to t^e predictive 

efficiency of the model. ^ , « • " 

^The resultsoof the "present resear.ch- are sdmev*iat surprising. It was 
expected that adding the home's presg for language ability would increase 
the predictive efficiency of tne model. However, the EPC variables appear 

o * - ■ • ■ >> ■ 

to contribute little more to the model than variables,, such as, father's : 
occupation, generally considered to be only gross indicators of the family^ 
environment. The data indicate that' for the pre sent sample the so-called ^ 
gaross indic&tors of family environment are as good a predictor of language 
abilities of the children as in-depth interviews with families regaitJing 
the language characteristics of the hone. Hence Dave's (1964) model is 
not applicable to the present sairple. ^ ^ 

In an effort to provide ah explanation for these findings a 
recent unpublished paper hy Williams (1974) offers Sane usef^al suggestions. 
Willianfe (1974) argues that the press theory models of family environrrent ' 
provided by Dave (1963) - and others are "^inajpropriate. They are- neither 
parsimonious nor valid. Father, Williams argues that family environments - 
should be organized around three dimensions: 



a) the stimuli parents provide in the form of of oortunities to. 

interact with a wide range bf material 
.b)Lthe nature of the reinforcenent for appropriate perfoinrance 

. V • • 1 *■ 

' c)' the expectations parents hold for achild's performance 
Williams re-^exainines the data provided by a number of researchers . 
and conclvdes the social' learning mcder he proposes ' provides the best 
data-iiodel fit* Howevfir Williams' model has not yet been qperational^ized. 
If Williams is correct in suggesting that the press theory of family 
environments is inappropriate this itay account for the present results 
v^ch indicate thit press for^langraage developement is no better a 
predictor of language ability in children than father's pccuf>ation. It is 
necessary in future research to ^peratidnalize and test Williaas' :/iodel 
to discover if the stiitiuli, reinforcanent and expectation dimeiAsions 
contribute, substantially to the predictive efficiency of family 
envircnrrent models. - ; 
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